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Abstract 
 
Towards the last decade of the last millennium, Indigenous knowledge has been 
central to scholarly debates relating to decolonising knowledge on a global level. 
Much of these debates were advanced by Indigenous scholars in colonised countries 
particularly Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the United States. Indigenous 
scholars argue for the location of Indigenous knowledge as the epistemological 
standpoint (Battiste, Bell and Findlay, 2002; Kai’a, 2005; Nakata 2002, 2007) for 
intellectual engagements and methodology for resisting colonial constructions of the 
colonised other (Rigney, 1997; Smith, 1999, 2005). However, the challenge to 
engage Indigenous knowledge to inform research and educational processes, in 
many respects, is still a contested debate in western-oriented universities and 
institutions of higher education. 
 
The place of Indigenous knowledge in Australian secondary and primary schools 
remains vague, while efforts to embed Indigenous perspectives in the curriculum 
continue to be made by both government and private educational providers. 
Educational funding for Indigenous education continues to operate from a ‘deficiency’ 
model, whereby educational outcomes are often measured against set criteria, 
reflecting a pass/fail structure, than a more comprehensive investigation of 
educational outcomes and quality of learning experiences. Teacher knowledge, 
effective parental and community engagement into students’ learning and students’ 
experiences of schooling continue to be secondary to students’ final results. 
 
This paper presents preliminary findings of Parent School Partnership Initiative 
(PSPI) project conducted by the Oodgeroo Unit at the Queensland University of 
Technology in partnerships with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education 
Focus Group for the Caboolture Shire, in South East Queensland. The state 
government sponsored initiative was to examine factors that promote and enhance 
parent/school engagement with their students’ schooling, and to contribute to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ learning and completion of secondary 
schooling within the participating schools in a more holistic way. We present four 
school case studies and discuss some of the early findings. We conclude by arguing 
the importance of the recognition of Indigenous knowledge and its place in enhancing 
parent – schools partnerships.   
 
Introduction 
 
We’d like to begin the paper by acknowledging the traditional owners of Northside 
Brisbane, the Turrbal people, upon whose land this knowledge has developed. We 
acknowledge the traditional owners and ancestors of this region in Tasmania, upon 
whose land this knowledge is now being shared. 
 
Mai Katona is from Kakadu in the Northern Territory who has worked for many years 
in Aboriginal education, administration and research. Mai is currently the Project 
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Officer for the Parent Schools Partnership Initiative (PSPI) with the QUT Oodgeroo 
Unit. 
 
Ruth Ross is a Wakka Wakka woman from Gayndah, Queensland who has an 
extensive background in Indigenous education. Ruth has been the Community 
Education Counsellor (CEC) for three schools in the Caboolture region for over 10 
years and a founding member of community based educational consultative groups. 
Ruth is the key community reference group member and school contact for the PSPI 
project. 
 
Juliana McLaughlin and Sue Whatman are both non-Indigenous Australians. Julie is 
from Manus Island, Papua New Guinea. Sue is a descendent of Irish, Scottish and 
English immigrants to Australia in the 1800s and grew up in the same valley they 
immigrated to – the Tweed Valley, northern NSW, which is on Minjungbal land.  We 
both came to be working in the Oodgeroo Unit for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Students at QUT through different pathways, but initially, with similar social 
justice agendas.  However, we both have become advocates for Indigenous 
knowledge, decolonising methodologies, and research ethics and protocols that 
guide research and scholarship within academia.  We are not project leaders, but 
fellow academic staff from the Oodgeroo Unit. 
 
We acknowledge the leadership and professionalism of our Aboriginal colleagues in 
the Oodgeroo Unit at QUT whose knowledge and hard work inspired this project 
development.  These include Victor Hart, Jean Phillips, Jacqueline Katona and 
Sandra Phillips. 
 
The aim of the paper is to present preliminary findings of an ongoing Parent School 
Partnership Initiative (PSPI) project conducted by the Oodgeroo Unit at the 
Queensland University of Technology in partnerships with the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Education Focus Group for the Caboolture Shire, in South East 
Queensland. The state government sponsored initiative was to examine factors that 
promote and enhance parent/school engagement with their students’ schooling, and 
to contribute to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ learning and 
completion of secondary schooling within the participating schools in a more holistic 
way. 
 
We jointly initiated the project with local education community organisations after 
extended periods of negotiation over priorities and foci. Our commitment to this kind 
of negotiation and community partnership in research is informed by the growing 
body of literature arguing for Indigenous knowledge to provide the epistemological 
standpoint (or conceptualisation point) for research (see Battiste et al 2002; Kai’a, 
2005; Nakata, 2003), using decolonising methodologies (Martin, 2003, 2008; Rigney, 
1997; Smith, 1999, 2005). 
 
The aim and significance of the project is explained through the main research 
objective, which was delineated by the national education funding organisation (now 
known as the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations - 
DEEWR). Our primary aim was to strengthen the capacity of parents and the 
community to work with schools to improve educational outcomes or objectives for 
Indigenous students. Our expectation was that the project would contribute to other 
educational objectives as a consequence of the increased capacity of parents and 
teachers to support Indigenous students in their educational endeavours. The 
evidence of the success of the PSPI activities was expected to be demonstrated in 
improved student attendance and retention in senior years of schooling. Whilst the 
project has only been undertaken over one year at this stage, it also will be possible 
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to track increased student completions of Year 12, and teacher student and parent 
attendances at workshops, and thus assert that the skills and abilities that parents, 
students and their teachers developed from this series of PSPI workshops directly 
contributed to these outcomes. 
 
A strategic approach of the application was the extensive role modelling by various 
Indigenous educators. From the project leaders, the project officer appointment to the 
workshop facilitators, and other educational professionals involved, the students who 
benefitted from this project could imagine where their own education pathways and 
future careers can take them. 
 
The “Deficiency” basis of Indigenous Education Policies & Strategies  
 
Indigenous educators such as Herbert (2003), Nakata (1998; 2003), Tripcony (2001) 
have long argued that the progress made in Indigenous education since the 
formation of the National Aboriginal Education Council in the 1970s has been 
tempered by a persistent ‘deficiency’ mentality underpinning national and state 
education policy. As a consequence, the goals and targets of strategies aligned with 
education policy shape (and perhaps inhibit) the ways in which it is possible to 
conceptualise different approaches to Indigenous education. For example, the 
National Goals for Indigenous Education (DEEWR, 2008) have remained unchanged 
since the first National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy 
(NATSIEP) was launched in 1989. The four major goals of involving Indigenous 
people in Indigenous education decision-making, equality of access to all levels of 
education, equitable participation in education and producing equitable and 
‘appropriate’ outcomes (DEEWR, 2008) appear to have the scope to facilitate 
powerful change. This potential for change is stymied however by the articulation of 
goals into targets which focus almost exclusively on student outcomes, such as how 
many students are enrolling and graduating across various year levels, and how 
these rates compare to non-Indigenous students. In order for increased participation 
in educational decision-making, many changes need to occur within schools that are 
not revealed by monitoring student outcomes alone. There is most certainly a 
connection between the levels of parent and community participation in educational 
decision-making, and the performance of Indigenous students (see Downey and 
Hart, 2005; Hart, 2003 for example), but unless targets explicate this relationship, 
and monitor what else is occurring within schools that enhances parental and 
community participation, then the causes behind perceived deficiencies in ‘student 
outcomes’ remain unchallenged and the status quo is maintained. 
 
One of the main arguments of this paper is that a discourse of community 
participation in educational decision-making is required to challenge the persistent 
focus upon student outcomes from the position of deficit. In some respects, we echo 
Harrison’s (2007) sentiments that the wrong questions are still being asked in 
Indigenous education, resulting in the same answers, but we would also argue that 
attention still has to be focused upon what is going on in schools. Let’s ask the right 
questions about Indigenous education in schools. Improvements, as a consequence 
of research into Indigenous education, require a holistic approach, ones that 
specifically investigate and encompass community participation, as whilstever ‘need’, 
as perceived from ‘low’ educational outcomes for students, is the starting point for 
research, the research approach cannot be described as holistic. It was disappointing 
to read the starting point of the 2020 Summit Discussion paper into Indigenous 
education – once again, student deficit was the assumption established from the 
opening paragraph and “answers” were conceptualised in terms of what appropriate 
information are students “not receiving” to assist them with educational “choices”.   
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This project then, asserts its holistic basis in a number of key ways. Firstly, ensuring 
Indigenous knowledge informs the literature review and methodology, which we will 
talk more about shortly. Secondly, by seeking out educational policy documents and 
associated strategies that promote Indigenous community participation in educational 
decision-making. And finally, by adopting an action research approach that allows the 
communities involved in the education of students in the project region to develop 
and control the nature of the research, the critique and summary of findings and 
ways in which such findings are disseminated to a wider audience.   
 
Key Policies and prior research informing this PSPI Project 
 
Formal school policies for parental engagement are key elements of state education 
policy documents such as Partners for Success (Ed Qld, 2000). A number of DEST 
publications have also reported upon the barriers to Indigenous student success in 
education. What we have selected here are results that focus upon the core business 
of schools, and what it is that they are not delivering to Indigenous students, rather 
than what it has been described that Indigenous students are not ‘achieving’.  For 
example, Craven et al (2001) noted that: 
 
A total of 42.1% of Indigenous students perceived that the amount of career 
advice they had been given in relation to achieving their aspirations would 
limit or prevent them from achieving their aspirations to a significant extent. In 
addition, 42.1% of Indigenous students also reported that their knowledge of 
what further education or job training was required to achieve their goals 
would limit or prevent them from achieving their goals after leaving school ‘a 
great deal’, whereas 28.4% of non-Indigenous students responded in the 
same manner. These findings suggest that many Indigenous students are not 
receiving adequate quality career education advice throughout their schooling 
years. 
 
   
Schwab (2001) reported upon successful programs which demonstrated the positive 
relationship between Indigenous student aspirations and outcomes, and Community 
engagement in education: 
 
“One of the common features in each of the programmes was a deep 
engagement with the community, both the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
sectors. This engagement was particularly impressive given the tendency for 
Indigenous adults to suffer relatively lower levels of literacy and numeracy 
and higher rates of unemployment. Though that engagement took different 
forms in each place, all three worked diligently to cultivate a reputation in the 
community as institutions working tirelessly to help young people become 
productive members of society. They also developed mechanisms to consult 
with and link to the community: parents, families, employers and other 
education and training providers. In each case, the institutions developed 
ways to draw the community into the process of educating and training their 
young people.”  
 
Teacher knowledge and dispositions are also key factors successful educational 
outcomes. Teachers’ dispositions towards Indigenous education was highlighted as a 
contributing factor to educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
students by the working party on Indigenous Studies in Teacher Education 
(Queensland) chaired by Penny Tripcony (BTR, 2004). This working party noted the 
importance of the following issues relevant to the aims of this project: 
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 Teachers’ personal and professional attitudes to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander learners; 
 The links between knowledge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history 
and cross-cultural awareness; 
 Teachers’ ability to establish and maintain positive relationships with the 
community; and 
 The need for teachers to understand local context when creating learning 
environments for Indigenous students (Board of Teacher Registration, 2004, 
p. 14 – 15). 
 
Craven (et al, 2001) also reported that Indigenous students are acutely aware of how 
teacher expectations’ impact upon their achievement: 
 
“A total of 29.5% of Indigenous students reported that the lack of support and 
encouragement they receive from their teachers would significantly limit or 
prevent them from achieving their goals after leaving school ‘a great deal’. In 
comparison, 17.3% of non-Indigenous students also reported this. These 
findings suggest that more Indigenous students perceive that the amount of 
support and encouragement they receive from teachers might limit or stop 
them from achieving their aspirations” 
 
Pre-service teacher education is a critical site therefore for quality Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders education and this has been discussed extensively in the 
literature (see Board of Teacher Registration, 2004; Craven, 1999; Craven et al, 
2001, Phillips & Lampert, 2005, Nakata, 2002). 
 
Indeed, it can be argued that educational experiences for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students are for most part statistically assessed, its methodology entrenched 
from a deficient model.  Harrison (2007) posits research into Indigenous education is 
informed by the same epistemology in relation to where we look and how we look.  
This is often a result of researchers already knowing the answer (such as , low 
graduation rates) but set themselves out to just prove it anyway.  He goes on to 
propose a focus on the process on the production of relations between schools and 
communities, the search for knowledge which informs such relations.  
 
 
Indigenous Community Participation in Educational Decision-Making: 
Underpinning theories 
 
‘Participation’ is a common term in most educational policy (Rizvi, 1995, p17), 
including the NATSIEP. Educational administrators and teachers are most adept at 
using the appropriate language, or ‘jargon’, to demonstrate how their programs 
reflect key terms to receive financial support and approval (Apple, 1979; Rizvi, 1995).  
It is not surprising, then, that the use of the word ‘participation’ does not always 
translate into the version of community involvement that was intended by policy 
makers or desired by community representatives. Achieving community participation 
in education is clearly a complex process, needing further elaboration.  
 
Bernstein (2000) argued that community and parental participation is a democratic 
and pedagogic right. Participation cannot occur if a school is not operating along 
democratic principles. Bernstein (2000: xx) believed that, to achieve democracy: 
 
Parents and students must feel that they have a stake in the school and 
confidence that the arrangements in the school will realise or enhance this 
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stake or, if not, good grounds are to be given as to why not.   
     
Bernstein (2000) also stated that participation in a democratic school is dependent 
upon two interrelated rights: individual enhancement and inclusion. Enhancement 
refers to the ‘right to the means of critical understanding and to new possibilities’ and 
inclusion means ‘the right to be included socially, intellectually, culturally and 
personally’ (Bernstein, 2000: xx). Furthermore, inclusion does not mean ‘absorption’ 
or assimilation, as it may also incorporate the right to be separate and autonomous. 
 
Therefore, to ‘participate’, stakeholders must experience enhancement and inclusion, 
which can only result through action that has physical outcomes (Bernstein, 2000: 
xxi). Stakeholders, or participants have ‘the right to participate in procedures whereby 
order is constructed, maintained and changed. It is the right to participate in the 
construction, maintenance and transformation of order’ (Bernstein, 2000: xxi). 
Accordingly, participation becomes a political act, which surpasses individual and 
social levels of action. 
 
Soliman (1995: 163) argued that a school community can be geographically 
determined, as well as having common values, and enduring and extensive personal 
contacts with one another. Significantly, Soliman (1995: 163) distinguished between 
the parents and family of children, as the first significant ‘teachers’ of children, and 
other members of the community, who exert their influence over the children later in 
life. So, Soliman (1995) argued that there were more influential members of the 
community, and less influential members of the community, regarding the students’ 
educational experiences. For example, those parents and community members who 
are on the School Council, education advisory groups and what were formerly 
ASSPA committees could be construed as being ‘more influential’ over the students’ 
educational experiences, than parents who are not on these committees. 
 
Soliman (1995:159) outlined six types of school and community participation that 
began with a series of assumptions which she contended provided a clear 
demarcation between educators who value community participation in educational 
decision-making, and those who do not. Assumptions underlying the practices of 
those who do not value community participation might include: 
 
- the teacher as expert, with appropriate education and training, is in the best 
position to decide about educational matters; 
- if control of education is not in the hands of professional teachers, there will be a 
deterioration in quality and standards; 
- parents lack the knowledge and skills to participate in decision-making about 
education; 
- the main role of parents is to support and reinforce the policies and programs of 
the school and to supervise their children’s work in the home (Soliman, 1995: 
159) 
 
With these assumptions in mind, Soliman (1995) developed a hierarchical model of 
school types, with Type One indicating little or no community participation in 
educational decision-making, and Type Six representing school and community 
partnership in decision-making (Refer to Figure 1) 
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Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 Type 5 Type 6 
 
Parents 
support 
schools from 
home 
Some school 
and home 
communication 
Schools 
support 
parents 
Parents and 
community 
support in 
schools 
School and 
community 
links  
Partnership in 
decision-
making 
 
 
“Traditional” 
supportive 
role. Minimal 
school-parent 
contact. 
Teachers 
interpret low 
parental 
interaction as 
‘lack of 
interest’ in 
their children’s 
education 
‘Meaningful 
communication’ 
occurs (often 
face to face).  
Dependent 
upon contextual 
factors such as 
staff turnover, 
school 
relationship with 
community 
 
 
School-
based 
structures to 
facilitate 
parental 
participation 
E.g.  literacy 
programs, 
specific 
cohort 
newsletters, 
outreach 
programs, 
community 
‘space’ on 
school 
grounds 
Community as 
‘co-educators’, 
designing, 
organising and 
implementation 
school–based 
activities 
 
 
Formal links 
with 
established 
organisations 
e.g. 
community 
education 
reference 
groups. 
Vocational 
educational 
partnerships, 
academic 
pathways 
 
 
“Non-
traditional” 
Partnerships 
with 
community   
Decision-
making roles 
accorded to 
community. 
Curriculum 
decision-
making across 
all disciplines.  
Very rare! 
 
 
Assimilationist 
 
Integrationist 
 
Integrationist 
 
Delegationist 
 
Delegationist 
 
Autonomous? 
 
Need to 
change the 
collective 
culture of the 
school – get 
involved n 
community 
 
 
Understand the 
history of 
relations 
between school 
and community 
 
Awareness 
raising E.g. 
of personal 
and 
professional 
benefit of 
community 
participation 
 
Formalising 
control – may 
experience 
resistance, 
tokenism 
 
Formalising 
control – may 
experience 
‘battlefield’ 
conditions as 
dominant 
culture 
relinquishes 
control 
 
Degree and 
Nature of 
control 
established 
through 
agreements, 
“compacts”, 
MOUs. 
 
Figure 1: Schools, Parents and Community: involvement and participation 
(extract from Soliman, 1995:161, Heslop, 1998: 275 and Education Queensland 
2000 – Partners for Success policy) 
 
Soliman (1995:161) agreed that ’involvement’ is a weaker form of engagement than 
‘participation’, which implies having a say in decision-making. It should also result in 
a shift from the community having no responsibility for decisions to sharing the 
responsibility with schools.  
 
Low parental participation, such as failure to attend school meetings upon invitation, 
is often interpreted by teachers and administration as a lack of interest in their 
children's education (Lareau, 1989; Soliman, 1995) or complete apathy in the 
educational process (Blackmore, 1995:53). As Heslop (1998: 274) argued, there are 
many reasons why parents do not participate in school-based activities and he noted 
that the more successful school-community ventures occurred away from school 
facilities, in neutral, less intimidating contexts such as community halls. Such 
misunderstandings about community participation on the part of teachers will in turn 
generate new misunderstandings on the part of the community. Schools 
demonstrating Type One characteristics would have poor communication channels 
with the surrounding community, and therefore, poor participation in education 
decision-making. The views held by teachers at the schools participating in this 
project, of the perceived interest levels of parents in their children’s education, would 
be a good indicator of where those schools fit on this continuum.  
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In Type Two schools, face to face communication is regarded as being the preferred 
method of communication (Cattermole and Robinson, 1985) between community 
members and schools. ‘Meaningful communication’ is dependent upon a common 
frame of reference, usually enhanced when the teachers and parents know each 
other. This aspect of community-school relations is important in this study as the 
context of each school (staffing stability for example) would impact significantly upon 
opportunities for ‘meaningful communication’ (Soliman, 1995:163). 
 
Type Three participation in schooling involves the school developing and 
implementing structures that encourage parents to assist their children with learning. 
This may involve literacy programs, conducted both at home and within the school 
(Soliman, 1995:164). This type of participation may also be evidenced by the use of 
newsletters and orientation evenings to promote parental communication of specific 
cohorts and participation with the school (Epstein, Jackson and Salians, 1992). 
Advanced communication initiatives, which the school may adopt to increase 
involvement and participation, include outreach programs such as home visits, 
mentoring schemes to encourage parents to work with other parents, translating 
newsletters into local languages, and having an area which ‘belongs’ to the 
community that they can ‘drop into’ at any time (Soliman, 1995:164-165; Epstein, 
1990). Space that ‘belongs’ to the community has been identified in the NATSIEP 
and its subsequent review as a very important aspect of promoting school and 
Indigenous community relations (DEET, 1993; Yunupingu, 1995). 
 
Type four participation acknowledges greater levels of support by community for the 
school. It is typified by measures that invite parents and community members to 
become co-educators, such as actively encouraging them to participate in the 
designing, organisation and implementation of school-based activities.  Developing 
rapport with appropriate community members who can assist in education decision-
making is an issue to be explored. With high staff turnover and the primarily non-
Indigenous cultural identity of teachers, establishing rapport with the community 
could be a complex task.  
 
Type Five school-community participation involves the creation of formal links, such 
as establishing associations that make direct connections between education and the 
wider community (for example, paid employment, future careers, and further study). 
This sentiment is echoed in the NATSIEP within the long term aim that education for 
Indigenous peoples must produce relevant and meaningful education which leads to 
useful future outcomes (DEET, 1993: 4). A bias towards vocational education and 
training outcomes for Indigenous students has been apparent in recent times 
(VETNET, 1999) and, while this outcome has been encouraged in some respects 
(Yunupingu, 1995, TSIREC, 2000), an opportunity to pursue standard tertiary 
education cannot be abandoned. Therefore, schools which actively pursue industry 
partnerships and curriculum innovations that promote vocational education and 
training outcomes for Indigenous students, must be balanced with opportunities to 
undertake academic subjects in a relevant and meaningful way. In these schools, the 
curriculum should be developed and taught in such a way as to acknowledge and 
use local community expertise, within the existing state syllabi.  
 
Type Six participation can be defined as ‘partnership’. Soliman (1995: 167-168) 
described school councils as the exemplary model of school/community relations, in 
terms of allowing full community participation in educational decision-making. School 
councils typically are preoccupied with administrative and broader policy issues, and 
rarely have the opportunity to impact upon curricula decision-making, especially in 
Indigenous education (Yunupingu, 1995). An ideal model of school-community 
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relations would have to allow for participatory structures which allow community 
members access to curriculum decision-making, across all discipline areas (not ‘just’ 
in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies), as is advocated in much of the 
Indigenous education literature (Tripcony, 1995a; Nakata, 1995, 1997; Brennan, 
1998) and in the National Indigenous Education policy (Yunupingu, 1995; DEET, 
1993). In reality, this ideal model is rarely found. 
 
Soliman’s (1995) typology of school/community participation was not developed 
specifically with Indigenous communities in mind, but the behaviour of schools 
exemplified in the various types is completely relevant, as each school is a state 
government school. Some educational participation literature designed with 
Indigenous communities and schools in mind were particularly drawing upon Heslop 
(1998). 
 
Heslop (1998: 275) argued that community participation in Australian schools 
typically has four approaches: assimilation, integration, delegation and autonomy. 
The assimilation approach corresponded closely with the ‘student as problem’ 
approach to Indigenous education, in that problems and issues in Indigenous 
education were defined by non-Indigenous people and the source of the problems 
was located within the Indigenous community (Heslop, 1998: 275).  An example of an 
assimilationist approach within a school would include teacher and school 
administrator resistance to ‘unqualified’ Indigenous people being included on the 
School Council, particularly if the School Council had the power to employ (or 
dismiss) staff and make curricular decisions (Heslop, 1998: 276). Indigenous 
contributions to the school may be limited to ‘culture stuff’, which usually meant a 
focus upon material culture, such as basket weaving. An assimilation approach 
would operate from the assumption that if Indigenous people had control of the 
school, ‘learning standards will go down and teacher morale will be affected’ (Heslop, 
1998: 276), which is an assumption also identified by Soliman (1995) of teachers 
unwilling to foster community participation in their practices. 
 
Heslop (1998: 278) suggested that the integration approach, though better than 
assimilationist, still prevented Indigenous people from accessing effective decision-
making power, through the ‘pretence of consultation’. This approach would allow for 
the inclusion of Indigenous advisory committees who had the task of providing advice 
to non-Indigenous decision-makers, but there would be no requirement for the non-
Indigenous decision-makers to enact any advice given.  
 
The third typical approach to community participation in Indigenous education, 
according to Heslop is delegation: 
 
This model is seen when the group in possession of decision-making power 
hands over authority in what it considers to be trivial or insignificant areas to 
those who have no power. Control over essential features, however, remains 
with the long-standing decision-makers (Heslop, 1998: 278). 
 
In the delegation approach, the school may relinquish control to Indigenous people 
for the organisation of fundraising events, excursion rosters or the school garden 
(Heslop, 1998: 278). Control over the formal curriculum, finance, student behaviour 
policies and long term school planning would remain in non-Indigenous hands. 
 
The fourth and most desirable approach to school and community participation in 
Indigenous education espoused by Heslop (1998: 278) was that of autonomy. Heslop 
(1998: 278) argued that the main principle underlying the autonomous approach is 
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that those who are supposed to be exercising the power of decision-making are able 
to carry out their responsibilities effectively. It was noted that: 
 
…non-Indigenous groups must surrender their historic power and so remove 
the various pressures that have maintained their dominance over Indigenous 
people. A school-community partnership may then be viewed as a 
relationship in which the Indigenous community empowers itself to initiate and 
sustain its own improvement through the operations and direction of the 
school  (Heslop, 1998: 279) 
 
Further advantages also included the likelihood of a more positive relationship 
between the stakeholders in education as Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 
would interact as equal partners, ‘where the expertise of individuals is pooled to 
achieve objectives that are consistent with the aspirations of community members’ 
(Heslop, 1998: 279). Hence, the autonomous approach is regarded as genuine 
partnership in decision-making between the community and the school. 
 
To implement an autonomous approach to community participation, Heslop (1998) 
suggested that school/community relations needed to pass through a number of 
phases. In this regard, his proposal was similar to Soliman’s (1995) model, in that 
there would be stages of development for a school to pass through before reaching 
the desired level of community participation. Phase One of Heslop’s (1998: 280) 
model was concerned with changing the ‘collective culture’ of a school. For example, 
some conditions included that individuals attempting change should have lived in the 
community for a reasonable period of time and developed a rapport with community 
members. Getting involved in the ‘life’ of the local community is seen as critical. Any 
proposal for change should be approved by the relevant community organisations, 
such as education consultative groups, and should be presented to those groups by 
the schools’ Indigenous liaison officers. Appropriate amounts of time should be 
allowed to enable the community to properly consult and discuss the proposal, before 
receiving approval to proceed (Heslop, 1998).  All negotiations and discussions 
should follow the cultural protocols of the local community.  
 
Phase Two of achieving autonomous community participation, according to Heslop 
(1998), was related to understanding the history of relations between the school and 
the local community. Attempts to increase levels of participation and decision-making 
within a school, which has historically afforded Indigenous people little previous 
opportunity to be involved, may be met with limited success. The example of poor 
participation in school/community meetings was cited. Heslop (1998) argued that 
Indigenous people who have had no power over such decisions in the past might not 
know how to appropriately respond to calls for participation. It is also likely that 
Indigenous community members have a degree of cynicism about school efforts to 
involve them in decision-making, as the efforts do not stand the test of time.  
       
Phase Three of autonomous community participation was concerned with awareness 
raising (Heslop, 1998: 284). The previous two phases could be regarded as 
preliminary or ‘readiness’ stages, emphasising ‘the need for non-Indigenous teachers 
to develop the personal skills that will enable them to work effectively with members 
of the Indigenous community, as participants in a strong community-school 
partnership’ (Heslop, 1998: 284). Awareness raising workshops should be conducted 
in community ‘owned’ locations such as the community hall, rather than on school 
land, and be facilitated by Indigenous people.  
 
The fourth and final phase in Heslop’s (1998) model was that of formalising the 
school-community partnership. It was expected that some sort of strategic plan would 
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result from awareness raising workshops in Phase Three and that the School 
Council, comprising a majority of Indigenous members who would assist with refining 
and implementing the plan. The School Council would also investigate ways to 
encourage and maintain communication between the school and the local community 
and to educate non-Indigenous people to ‘see that their function is increasingly one 
of accepting delegated authority to work for the Indigenous community and under the 
umbrella of its control’ (Heslop, 1998: 285). 
 
In reviewing his own model, which was implemented at a case study site, Heslop 
(1998) described four possible responses by school members and community 
members to the phases of school-community partnership outlined above. The first 
response, which should be positive, related to a ‘personal and professional benefit’ of 
change. Heslop (1998: 287) found that increased community participation in a school 
resulted in increased student attendance. He also documented the professional 
development of non-Indigenous teachers who become more aware of community 
issues and events through increased interaction with community members. 
 
A second possible response is defensiveness, as existing decision-makers in the 
school attempt to cling to ‘long standing divisions of power’ (Heslop, 1998: 287). The 
typical defence of this response is vested in assimilationist views of education and 
the belief that Indigenous people do not have the intellect and experience to take 
control of education (Heslop, 1998). Defensive educators assume that they are 
already making the best decisions on behalf of the community. They presume that 
Indigenous people aspire to the same sort of future and want to ‘become like white 
people’ (Heslop, 1998: 288). 
 
A third typical response to increasing community control over educational decision-
making is tokenism (Heslop, 1998: 288). The school may respond to change at a 
theoretical level, but not in practice. This may be evidenced by a school 
administration that agrees to new initiatives in principle, but fails to provide the 
resources and funding to allow the initiatives to occur. Stalling on new suggestions, 
with the hope that the protagonist will give up, is also another tokenistic tactic 
(Heslop, 1998: 289). 
 
The fourth possible response to change is for the school to become a ‘battlefield’ 
(Heslop, 1998: 289). Heslop (1998) argued that the existing decision-makers might 
attempt to re-establish their position of power in the school by changing decisions 
already made and preventing further ones from occurring. Struggle and conflict can 
become daily occurrences in the battlefield as the Indigenous community and their 
supporters attempt to defeat ‘entrenched ideology and mythology to overcome 
political, economic and social powerlessness’ (Heslop, 1998: 290).  
 
Soliman’s (1995) and Heslop’s (1998) models of school-community partnerships 
illustrates many important issues and procedures involved in fulfilling the aim of 
community participation in educational decision-making. These models take account 
of factors that enable recognition and description of the nature and extent of 
community participation in education decision-making for Indigenous students at the 
four project schools. This theory, whilst generated from non-Indigenous educators 
working in Indigenous education (and within the cultural interface), will be considered 
and guided by Indigenous knowledge accessed from other sources in analysing the 
findings.  
 
Background to the PSPI Project 
Genuine ‘engagement’ occurs when the processes for that engagement have been 
mutually developed and agreed upon; when community feel a sense of ownership 
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over the process and are actively involved in decision-making which impacts on 
Indigenous student achievement at each level of their schooling; when partners are 
engaged around common goals and have a shared vision of what ‘success’ looks like 
for students, for parents, for community, for schools and for other supporting 
agencies; where there is a shared and genuine sense of ownership; when community 
networks and information sharing expand as a result of the engagement, and when 
strong alliances are formed and endure far beyond the scope of the original project. 
Strategies that promote the engagement of parents with the evaluation, review and 
development of school policy which impacts on their children’s schooling success is 
therefore crucial. 
 
Given the long history of Indigenous people’s involvement in their children’s 
education there is already much community knowledge around how schools can best 
provide for the education of Indigenous students in culturally relevant ways, in ways 
that expand the possibilities for those students’ futures and that impact positively on 
that child’s connectedness within schools and schooling now. The purpose of this 
initiative was therefore to tap into this existing community wisdom/knowledge by 
firstly examining those factors that promote and enhance parental engagement with 
their students’ schooling, and to evaluate the manner in which partnerships are 
currently meeting these needs. Engagement is only possible when all stakeholders 
are active participants in the development, delivery and evaluation so by engaging 
parents and students, school personnel (principals and teachers), and community 
education councillors (CECs), the project aims to identify and articulate factors within 
school policies and practices that positively impact on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students’ educational outcomes. What will eventuate from this is a jointly 
conceived foundation for the development of practical strategies, and solutions, to 
identified problems and issues which may be currently impacting negatively on 
parent’s sense of ownership and involvement in the schooling experience, and 
outcomes of their child. Consequently, it is expected to contribute to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students’ learning and completion of secondary schooling 
within the participating schools. 
 
The Caboolture region north of Brisbane is home to a significant Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander community. The students attending school in this region 
perform at similar levels to Indigenous student averages for urban areas across 
Queensland. The Caboolture Shire Council has noted that rapid growth in the region 
has brought a significant increase in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
population, moving from all regions of Queensland and interstate (Caboolture Shire 
Council, 2008). A consequence for schooling is that students commence their 
education in Caboolture schools across many year levels, not having started in Prep 
or Grade 1, affecting the consistency and quality of their educational experience. 
Having strategic programs in place that promote quality engagement between 
parents and schools is needed to balance the effect of highly mobile student 
populations.  
 
As mentioned earlier, the holistic approach of this project has been achieved through 
the emphasis on Indigenous knowledge and community participation theory, 
decolonising methodology and the community control over the research project itself 
and the findings. The following section reviews some pertinent theory from 
Indigenous researchers and educators working at the forefront of decolonising 
research. 
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Indigenous Standpoints and Decolonising Methodology 
 
Drawing upon Moreton-Robinson (2000, p.187), Fredericks (2007, p. 18) argued that 
decolonising methodology in research begins with “talkin’ up” the research.  They 
argue that this research process: 
 
allow[s] issues to surface and a space to dialogue about those issues. In this 
“talkin’ up” process, realisation of possible topics surface and the area of 
investigation [is] born.” 
 
In reporting upon their work to embed Indigenous perspectives and reform university 
curricula in Canada, Battiste (et al, 2002, p.83) argued that: 
 
the broad and entrenched assumption of most…curricula is that Eurocentric 
knowledge represents the neutral and necessary story for “all” of  us. This 
discourse of neutrality combines with the [educational institution’s] serial 
obstruction or evasion of Aboriginal knowledge and its producers so as to 
shelter and sanitize a destructively colonial and Eurocentric legacy. Both 
Eurocentric discourse and anti-Aboriginal resistance attempt to impose 
cognitive assimilation on Aboriginal students while denying the reform 
required to achieve a respectful and productive liberation for Aboriginal 
peoples from the educational apparatuses of colonialism. 
 
Battiste (et al, 2002) further noted that unless community participation is rigorously 
achieved in education, and without acknowledgement of the history of colonial 
education’s privileges and benefits for non-Indigenous students, initiatives tagged as 
“Aboriginal” will continue to be a paternalistic, gendered, classed and racialised 
politics of knowledge production and dissemination.   
 
Similarly, Nakata’s (1998) analysis of Indigenous standpoints in anthropological texts 
also illustrates the prevalence in education and research of the Eurocentric “story of 
us all”, particularly the privileging of non-Indigenous epistemologies over Indigenous 
epistemologies for ‘explaining’ the world, and ‘them’ explaining ‘us’.  
 
Decolonising methodology is where colonial constructions of the colonised other are 
challenged and moved to the periphery of the research argument, instead of being 
the starting point and central focus. In this study, the persistent colonial depiction of 
Indigenous students as deficient or lacking in education has been sidelined in favour 
of problematising the school site itself. Rigney (1997, p. 116) argued that 
decolonising or “Indigenist” research must always include resistance as the 
emancipatory imperative, exude political integrity and privilege Indigenous voices. 
Martin (2003, p. 205) added to these essential components by adding that research 
methodology must also recognise Indigenous worldviews, knowledges and realities 
as distinct and vital to existence, should honour Indigenous social mores, and have 
social, historical and political integrity.   
 
We “talked up” the research possibilities through the regional Education focus group 
and other community organisations over a period of 18 months or more before 
beginning formal applications for funding. In this time and space, the priorities of 
Indigenous parents, students and wider community members were aired and 
documented through numerous meeting minutes. We also conducted extensive 
literature reviews and collated contextual information about the region in which the 
schools were located. We were conscientious that previous ‘research’ that did not 
follow decolonising frameworks had in recent times generated negative perceptions 
within the community of our research sites. We therefore spent many months 
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negotiating the scope and framing of our research intentions in ways that satisfied 
community concerns and local educational priorities. 
 
Given these requirements for decolonising methodology and the context of the site, 
we chose a participatory action research approach to achieve the aims of the project. 
Participatory action research has a history in social inquiry which involves 
communities.  In educational research, Creswell (2005) points out that instead of 
focusing on individual teachers solving immediate classroom problems or schools 
addressing internal issues, participatory action research has a social and community 
orientation.  It places emphasis on investigations that contribute to emancipation or 
change in society (Creswell, 2005, p. 555).  This differs from teacher and school – 
based practical action research, as it incorporates an emancipatory aim of improving 
and empowering individuals and organisations in educational settings.  Within 
educational settings, the focus is on improving and empowering individuals in 
schools, systems of education and school communities.  This fitted well with the 
project as it was designed to support and supplement existing strategies initiated by 
parents, schools, community education councils, community groups and agencies.  
 
Participatory action research was a very appropriate methodology for this research.  
It addressed specific, practical issues and allowed participants to obtain solutions to 
the identified problem within specific contexts. It facilitated a critically reflective 
approach to schools, teachers, parents and community’s current relationships and 
practices.  By studying and reflecting on these relationships and practices, we 
believe that the relevant educational communities are enabled to improve operational 
issues within their own settings; pedagogies and student learning outcomes.   
 
Participatory action research seeks to empower, transform and emancipate 
individuals from situations that constrain their self–development and self–
determination (Creswell, 2005).  In this research, the contributions from CECs, 
parents, Elders and community members are vital as they bring to the research 
Indigenous knowledge and cultural values.   As a result of community involvement, 
this research provides an appropriate platform for “a whole of school strategy” to 
address school wide issues relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
students’ educational outcomes.    
 
Accordingly, the participatory action research approach employed consisted of 
raising a question, planning to seek answers, some field work (looking for answers), 
reflecting and analysing, thinking of new actions and stopping to reflect on new 
action.  The cycle then continues with the second round of input to address the 
issues depicted in the first cycle.  We emphasise that we are close to completing the 
first cycle round.  
 
Our decolonising approach in this stage of data generation was to facilitate school 
and community workshops.  Workshops, as a focus group strategy, allowed for 
dynamic conversations amongst teachers, students and parents regarding a range of 
issues relating to the topics and questions under discussions.  Further, the use of 
workshops ensured instant debates and reflections on issues and a much higher 
degree of community control over the direction that these conversations would take.  
 
 
Data Analysis 
As we mentioned earlier, our project is still underway and we are still completing the 
first round of workshops with parents, students and teachers/administrators across 
the four school sites.  We will complete all parent and student workshops with the 
final school by the end of July. 
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This table below illustrates the number of workshops conducted in the last three 
months across the four schools. 
 
Table 1:  Participants in the PSPI project 
 
Participating 
Groups 
School A © School B (M) School C (DB) School D (CE) Total 
 Wksp 
#s 
Attend 
ance 
Wkshp 
#s 
Attend 
ance 
Wkshp 
#s 
Attend 
ance 
Wkshp 
#s 
Attend 
ance 
# Part. 
groups 
Teachers 2 23 2 35 1 56 1 35 149 
Parents 2 25 1 8 0 0 1 1 34 
Students 1 8 1 13 0 0 0 0 21 
          
Total 5 56 4 56 1 56 2 36  
Total # of 
Participants 
 56  56  56  36 204 
 
 
In summary, we conducted 12 workshops, attended by 149 teachers, 34 parents and 
31 students.   A total of 204 teachers, parents and students have attended the PSPI 
first round workshops within three months (February 29th – June 10th) of 2008.   
These 12 workshops are only the first round of workshops.  In two of these schools 
teachers’ and parents’ first workshops had to be delivered on two separate days.  
This was done on request from the schools to accommodate participants who could 
only attend on a specific day due to lunch time supervision and other school 
commitments. 
 
Teachers workshops were facilitated by staff from the Oodgeroo Unit involved in the 
project.  This began with a brief introduction of the PSPI project, followed by 
discussion focus questions divided into two group work sessions.  These discussions 
were guided by the following prompts: 
 
1. Define what you understand by community participation and parental 
engagement; 
2. List whatever school-community engagement you have been a part of in the 
past; and, 
3. List the school-community engagement strategies the school is currently 
undertaking; and, 
4. Professional development activities (including pre-service) 
 
Teachers were invited to brainstorm, record their responses on butcher paper.  A 
general discussion was then facilitated by the project team members.  Field notes 
were consistently made again by the team members. 
 
The project was fortunate to secure an Indigenous parent to facilitate students and 
parents workshops.  A similar workshop structure applied, however, an extensive 
summary of notes were also made.  Parents’ discussion were guided by the following 
questions:    
 
1. What ways is the school meeting the needs of Aboriginal & Torres Strait 
Islander parents? 
2. How does the school involve parents' in school decisions and students'   
progress and outcomes?  
3. What do you see as a barrier to parents' engaging with the school? 
4. How can schools draw on existing community knowledge? 
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While a detailed questionnaire was drawn up for the students, it became necessary 
to adjust the line of questions in consideration of cultural protocols and sensibilities 
since two of the facilitators were new to the students.  Therefore, the three key 
questions which became relevant for students’ discussions were: 
 
1. How does your parent, parents or other adults in your house get to know what 
you do at school? 
2. Can you remember a time or times when your parent/s or adults from your 
house have had contact with the school? 
3. In what ways do your parent/s and other adults from your house help you with 
your schoolwork? 
 
Consequently, the analyses of data as presented and discussed at this conference is 
a result of our first round workshops.  Upon analysis and reflection, the project team 
will develop other strategies to address issues raised in the first workshops of the 
PSPI project. 
 
 
Preliminary Findings from the PSPI project 
The workshop questions were focused around stakeholder perceptions of past, 
existing and potential community engagement and participation. Students, parents 
and teachers took part in separate workshops where they were asked to describe 
their understandings of community participation and engagement. Teachers were 
additionally asked to provide examples of pre-service or in-service professional 
development in Indigenous education.  
 
The project workshops began with teachers’ workshops in all four schools.  
Negotiating appropriate times with school administration was often difficult since the 
PSPI funding did not include Teacher Relief Scheme (TRS) funds in which teachers 
could be released from normal teaching duties to attend these workshops.  
Consequently, the PSPI workshops with two schools had to dovetail into the 
teachers’ existing staff meetings.  With the assistance of the CEC, a series of lunch 
time workshops were conducted at the two other schools. We were fortunate then 
that 149 teachers, administrative staff and other school personal attended this round 
of teachers’ workshops. 
 
 Understanding of Community Participation and Engagement 
While the PSPI funding aims at improving attendance, literacy and numeracy skills, 
increase retention of Indigenous students from years 10 to 12; and increase the level 
of successful year 12 completions for Indigenous students, our PSPI aimed at 
interrogating issues underpinning students’ success full completion of primary and 
secondary schooling.  Teachers’ responses of their understanding of community 
participation and parental engagement included current and past experiences and 
practices.  These included inviting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents to 
participate in: 
 parent-teacher consultations; 
 specific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parent morning teas; 
 different functions at the school such as the annual Musical, sports events; 
drama nights.  
 celebrations of cultural days such as NAIDOC; 
 Regional Careers’ Expo, recently held in the district. 
 in / visit the exhibition of student work at the Caboolture Show Student 
Showcase; 
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 other school programmed evenings such as subject selection information 
nights; 
 the Special Education Unit offering special meetings for parents of their 
learning needs students creating Individual Education Plans that are created 
and reviewed annually, offering in effect a form of case management of each 
particular student; 
 the GECKO program currently being run in some schools in this EQ District, 
funded by EQ provided some opportunity for parents / community members to 
be part of the program;  
 the Breakfast Club currently being run for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students, essentially a place to have access to the Teacher Aides to 
work on homework or project work while having breakfast;  
 The opportunity for parents to enter into everyday interactions with teachers 
and other school staff by phone;  
 
This list provided many examples of opportunities for parents to engage with the 
school.  Teachers present said that there was always an open invitation to 
Indigenous parents or parents of Indigenous children to be contact the school.  
However, teachers and some members of the school administration admitted that 
attendance to some of these school events was poor.  Yet, this was a general trend 
and not specifically an issue for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents.  There 
had been instances where Parents and Friends’ Meetings had been cancelled 
because of the insufficient members of parents to form a quorum.   
 
The lack of participation and engagement by parents and guardians was often linked 
to the ‘bad experiences’ of parental schooling.  Yet, some serious consideration may 
indicate that schools as an institution may need to consider their ways of engaging 
with parents and the community. 
 
The assumption rife with educational systems is that parents lack skills to effectively 
participate.  Indigenous parents need skills and techniques and forms of knowledge 
to participate in the school systems.  This is not only peculiar in the school system 
but a reflection of the wider society.  From a Bernstein position, this assumption does 
not allow effective engagement which would utilise existing knowledge that parents 
may have.  One underpinning theory is that groups on the periphery are “not 
citizens”, and continuously operate on the deficiency model. 
 
It could also be argued from the model of participation proposed by Heslop (1998) 
and Soliman (1995) that the perception that parents “lack” the skills, or the reason 
this explanation is given by teachers, is a form of resistance to greater parental 
control over educational decision-making, as schools reluctantly move from an 
assimilationist/integrationist model to a more delegationist form. So, the act of giving 
reasons why parents cannot/should not/will not take on decision-making or 
participatory roles can be an encouraging sign that schools are growing more aware 
of their ‘lack’ of community participation – hence the need to explain its absence. 
 
Processes of Communication 
Communication between school and parents and community was raised by both 
teachers and parents groups from the four schools.  From the teachers’ perspectives, 
there were plenty to opportunities to communicate with parents about students’ 
progress.  Some of these included the following: 
 the use of dedicated Teacher Aides (TA) in the classrooms, who also 
contributed to communicating with parents; 
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 effective management of communication from school to parents was 
becoming more of an issue now that there were more staff dedicated to the 
support of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, three (3) non-
Indigenous part-time teacher aides and one Indigenous CEC who works 
across all three local high schools; 
 It was suggested by a senior member of this teaching cohort that the 
dedicated TAs could participate in Parent-Teacher interviews, through 
facilitated discussion this was clarified not as an opportunity for teachers to 
talk to the TAs instead of to the parents but as an opportunity for parents to 
find out more from the TAs who may be working with their children before the 
parents themselves met with the teachers; 
 
The above explanations raise two issues.  First, the issue of these TAs (particularly 
non- Indigenous teacher aides) becoming the proxies for teachers to communicate 
with rather than the teachers communicating directly with parents.  While the 
argument remained with the senior member of staff and the TAs becoming conscious 
of the need to avoid unintended consequences of keeping silent or silencing 
Indigenous parents (or parents of Indigenous students).  Indeed, cultural sensitivities 
are and should be everyone’s business.  Such a practice prevents parents to become 
involved in their children’s learning.  One parent at the workshop described the 
difficult of inappropriate channels of communication between teachers and parents, 
comparing the parent / teacher interview schedule as “a speed dating exercise”. 
 
A similar dynamic is occurring through the school teacher aides in relation to 
students who confident enough to seek assistance.  Simultaneously, the students 
who do not have tenacity to seek this support find themselves on the periphery.  The 
schools’ self worth self increases with the scape-goating in that the schools blame 
ATSI students and parents.  Consequently, it devalues these specific groups which 
raises the schools positions in society while it blames their victims.  Unfortunately 
ATSI people internalises these perceptions.  The educational system interactions 
with Indigenous peoples only become functional when it funding is required for 
various projects. 
 
The second issue relates to the assumption that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students have learning difficulties and all will need to work with teacher aides who will 
ultimately “get to know students and their parents”.  Such a perception confirms the 
deficit approach to education and marginalizes students’ learning and parents from 
becoming partners in their children’s education. 
 
The need for newsletter communication between school and home was also 
discussed.  Most though were showcase examples and one-way communication 
from school to parents, rather than opportunities genuinely structured for parents to 
have input to the ways in which their child/ren experience schooling. 
 
This one way communication was noted by parents.  According to this parent cohort, 
parents only hear from the school when behavior management was involved.  
Parents who had telephoned schools for other reasons had often experienced 
difficulties in communicating directly with the personnel they wish to talk to.   
 
Misunderstanding remains a key issue.  In response to the third guiding question 
regarding ‘school-community engagement strategies currently being undertaken by 
the school’ this teaching cohort offered this explanation.   
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 The Breakfast Club was cited as a way in which parents could get involved or 
be more engaged with the school. A TA provided an example of one parent 
who phoned the school to find out more about the Breakfast Club concerned 
that the school may be thinking that Indigenous students weren’t getting 
breakfast from home when in her family’s case that wasn’t the case. Once the 
TA assured the parent that wasn’t the motivation behind the Breakfast Club 
the parent became involved in the Breakfast Club volunteering to support the 
serving of breakfast. This parent is a non-Indigenous step-parent of two 
Aboriginal students enrolled at the school.  
 
The TA is a non-Indigenous TA who had previously been employed by the school as 
a mainstream TA who was employed as an Indigenous-dedicated TA once ITAS 
money was secured. This example of parent-school engagement was offered by the 
TA and supported by the Deputy Principal as a highly positive example. Neither 
recognised that both parties concerned were non-Indigenous people and that 
engaging Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents required a different mindset to 
engagement and different pre-conditions to successful engagement. It was an 
opportunity missed for the incorporation of Indigenous knowledge. 
 
However, school personnel were happy to admit that there was a more effective way 
to communicate with parents. 
 
 the member of staff present who was part of the school administration kept 
returning to the difficulty of engaging parents, referring to things they have 
tried, posting letters direct to parents, notices in newsletters, what she 
referred to as ‘the personal touch’ provided by the CEC who phones or visits 
parents and who builds and maintains rapport and relationships with parents 
and families. 
 
The personal touch that the CEC can establish with parents and guardians is often 
not recognized by schools.  Yet, this personal touch creates new possibilities of 
tapping into the key significant resources that may have been remained 
unrecognized – Indigenous knowledge present in the school system. 
 
This teacher comment reiterates the point made by Soliman (1995) that ‘outward’ 
forms of communication, one directional communiqués which are completely on the 
terms of the school, rather than the parents and community, are representative of 
schools that are ‘stuck’ in a very basic model of participation whereby parents are 
expected to support the core business of the school from a distance.  
 
 
Teacher knowledge and professional development 
The workshop facilitators noted that there were still a number of individuals who 
seemed motivated in the area of curriculum and support but who at the same time 
required further professional development to translate this motivation into meaningful 
teaching practice and pedagogy.  
 
In response to the second guiding question ‘list whatever school-community 
engagement you have been a part of in the past’ the teachers offered the following: 
 
 The idea of integrating Indigenous perspectives into the curriculum, one 
teacher provided the example of how she scoped with the CEC how to 
incorporate Indigenous perspectives into her curriculum, after becoming more 
informed of protocols and the need to pay people for their expertise she 
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realized that without a budget she would have to pursue the more traditional 
method of conducting her own research and incorporating content within her 
curriculum which she did and delivered to her class. The perspectives she 
incorporated into her Home Economics teaching practice including the use of 
bush foods. 
 
Preservice teacher education is a great starting point.  This was evident from the 
input by recent graduates and teachers who are current studying at one of the 
universities.  However, recent graduates as portrayed above are also sensitive to 
other teachers’ reactions (teachers without the benefit of studying Indigenous 
knowledge during preservice teacher education.  Further, these teachers are also 
sensitive to parents and depth knowledge they can feel comfortable with.  The issue 
is not necessarily what preservice teacher learn at the universities, but the space in 
which this Indigenous knowledge can be nurtured and extended when students are 
actually teachers in schools. 
 
 The upcoming Careers’ Day hosted by the Caboolture Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Education Focus Group and the QUT Caboolture and the BNIT 
was cited as an example of school-community engagement. Teachers who 
didn’t know about this Expo expressed much interest in becoming involved in 
it. 
 
Overall, the teachers presented as having a moderate degree of commitment to 
Indigenous student success and some minimal experience at this school or previous 
schools in incorporating content reflective of Indigenous peoples and cultures into 
their curriculum, (particularly in SOSE and English).  During one teacher workshop, 
two Heads of Departments explored the possibilities of networking with Indigenous 
peoples who can provide specialized knowledge especially SOSE and English.  
 
At times, several teachers expressed liberal notions that ‘but things are getting 
better’; ‘why do Indigenous students need separate activities (such as time with 
visiting Indigenous sporting professionals) when all children would benefit from this 
activity’, and, ‘I think it’s a question of empathy’ – implying that if more people 
understood the national history and the discrimination against Indigenous people 
they would be more prepared to accept Indigenous people as equals now. 
 
In response to the fourth guiding question regarding ‘professional development’ 
teachers offered the following: 
 
 Reference from a professional development opportunity undertaken by one 
teacher when s/he was teaching a Far North Queensland in the early 1990’s; 
  Interest in the coming Education Queensland ‘Everybody’s Business’ and 
‘Crossing Cultures’ professional development training packages, although the 
teachers present weren’t yet aware that this training was scheduled; 
 Participation from one teacher in the Indigenous element of a Workshop on 
Middle Phase Learning Conference;  
 Teachers were asked if they would priorities Indigenous–related training over 
other training opportunities and they said it would depend on what was 
compulsory and what other pressing issues they were currently prioritising;  
 As with the other teacher consultations, questions about professional 
development raised insight on pre-service teacher education, with three 
teachers from this cohort having completed units in their pre-service 
education, one at QUT completing two units and two at Griffith University 
completing two SOSE units with Indigenous majority content. 
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An interesting debate arose around a question not specifically asked of the teachers 
around Indigenous student identity, that there was an expectation that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander should disclose their cultural identity to the class and teacher. 
The second item generated discussion with one teacher being clarified on the point 
that teachers are able to find out who in their class is Indigenous by the centrally-
recorded and maintained database that derives data from self-identified tick boxes on 
enrolment forms. It also generated a teacher comment that most children of this age 
(teenaged years) don’t want to disclose themselves to others.  
 
 
Students’ Responses to Guiding Questions 
 
The students were asked variations of the following questions: 
 
1)  How does the school communicate with your parents/guardians about your 
progress? What strategies/communication styles would you or your 
parents/guardians prefer? How does your parent, parents or other adults in your 
house get to know what you do at school? Can you remember a time or times 
when your parent/s or adults from your house have had contact with the school? 
 
2) In what ways do your parent/s and other adults from your house help you with 
your schoolwork? 
 
Again through the negotiation and commitment of the CEC, 21 students from two of 
the participating schools attended 2 lunch time workshops.  Some of their responses 
are include; 
 lack of student participation in schools caused by fear of failure; 
 bullying at school by both teachers and other students; 
 parents do contact the school when required, despite perceptions of 
teachers that parents do not engage well with the school; 
 parents expect their children to do well – do teachers? 
 streaming of abilities/classes – presented problems; 
 targeting by others at school because of Indigeneity; 
 behavioural problems of students and the teachers’ reaction; and 
 basically students want to achieve. 
 
 
In the current situation, there was an issue which Esman et al (???) referred to as 
‘minority complex’ which in affect is politics between ethnic groups.  This issue has 
surfaced in our research with Pacific Islander students which are supposedly 
identifying as Indigenous.  In effect, this issue refocuses on other issues rather than 
on Indigenous Education.   
 
Despite institutional and personal racism, some students have preserved at the 
schools and continue their education within the social pyramid.  If education is to 
continue including ATSI students as their main group to service, a cultural repression 
has to subside.  Otherwise we as people will lose our identity, languages, art forms, 
religious practices and take on the whiteness mentality. 
 
 
Bringing it all together:  Indigenous Knowledge at the forefront 
Ruth’s section as an Aboriginal woman and educator, experiences of schooling 
systems, Caboolture ATSI education focus group.  Reference to PSPI – its 
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challenges and how we have to negotiate between all agencies involved (schools, 
parents and students, and others like universities).(For the conference presentation 
only). 
 
Conclusion 
 
The role of a third party such as a university to become involved in research and 
understanding of school and community relationships, investigating effective models 
of community engagement is an issue which has arisen from our preliminary findings. 
Did we complicate the relationships and impose ourselves on the relatedness 
(Martin, 2008) between all parties, in our quest for them to share their mutual 
understandings of community participation, as Heslop (1998) has argued is crucial 
for schools to move forward? Did we knock before we entered? And were we what 
they expected? 
 
Community engagement is about what community can do to support both community 
and school, how to effectively engage in its own context, what the university can offer 
apart from “student support”, how far can we move beyond university based student 
support.  Communities do have differing needs, and individual approach may be 
conducive to engagement.    
 
The notion of “community” is being challenged in terms of who isn’t and who is on the 
“periphery”.  The community’s own notion of community is constantly under analysis 
and negotiation and redefinition, as it constituency and priorities of its Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander members change (Caboolture Shire Council, 2008).   
 
Successful participation or engagement depends on systemic change to be agreed to 
by both parties, the education system and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people on the engagement objectives are developed in consultation and cooperation, 
quality of engagement.  
 
Our preliminary findings indicate that the level of decision-making 
influence/participation experienced by parents, students and Indigenous community 
at the four participating schools has a long way to go before reaching autonomous or 
‘partnership’ status. There are elements of participatory structures in place, such as 
the Indigenous studies committee at school B, part time Community Education 
Counsellor (CEC) and community outreach programs.   
 
The role of Indigenous knowledge in informing participation and decision-making 
remains restricted to the incorporation of personal and professional knowledge of one 
teacher and the CEC at two of the schools and this is the area of greatest need and 
improvement that can be addressed through this project. Recognising the limited 
opportunities for the incorporation of Indigenous knowledge and Indigenous 
perspectives on what knowledge to include can be addressed through the exploration 
of key partnerships with existing community organisations, and formalised through 
compacts and/or MOUs, as suggested in the Partners for Success strategy (Ed Qld 
2000).  
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